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Town/City: = Town of Eastham 


Place: (neighborhood or village): 
Photograph Nauset 


Address: 105 Rear Nauset Light Beach Road 
Historic Name: Nauset Light Keeper's House 
Uses: Present: single-family residence 
Original: single-family residence 
Date of Construction: 1875 
Source: newspapers, censuses 
Style/Form: Gothic Revival/cross-wing 
Architect/Builder: unknown 


Exterior Material: 
Foundation: parged masonry 


Wall/Trim: wood shingle/wood 


Roof: asphalt shingle 


Outbuildings/Secondary Structures: 
None (associated with lighthouse) 


Major Alterations (with dates): 
Vergeboards removed, mid-20"" c. 
Windows replaced 


Condition: good 
Moved: no] yesL] Date: 
Acreage: 0.21 


Setting: The house is part of the Nauset Lighthouse 
complex. It is situated next to the lighthouse and overlooks 
Nauset Light Beach of the Cape Cod National Seashore 
and the Atlantic Ocean. 
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Source: Mass GIS Oliver Parcel Viewer 
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[_] Recommended for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 


ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION 

The Nauset Light Keeper’s House, built 1875, is a story-and-a-half wood frame single dwelling with a cross-wing plan. The front 
gable contains single windows centered on the lower and upper floors; the entrance is in the front fagade of the recessed wing 
protected, with a window, by a porch with chamfered posts and shingled kneewalls. Historic photographs indicate that the 
kneewalls are mid-20"-century additions and that there once were brackets at the tops of the posts; also, the stairs have been 
relocated from the end of the porch to the front. Another significant alteration has been the removal of scroll-sawn vergeboards 
from the racking eaves of the cross gables in 1962. Two windows on the north side and a central brick chimney on the roof ridge 
indicate the presence of two principal rooms in the front-gable section. Paired windows on both levels of the south end of the 
cross-wing appear to be replacements, probably when the house was re-shingled in the 1962. In fact, historic photos (below) 
suggest that there were windows with sidelights surmounted by label molds on the east and south facades. One view also 
pictures a porch on the northern end of the west fagade where a one-story extension with a walk-out basement is currently. 


The house shares the property with the cast iron lighthouse, moved from Chatham in 1923, and a brick oil house constructed 
from 1892. The elevated site overlooks the Atlantic Ocean. 


HISTORICAL NARRATIVE = The house now numbered 105 Rear Nauset Light Beach Road was built in 1875 to replace 
the first light keeper’s house built on this site in 1838, the same year that the famed “Three Sisters” lighthouses were first built on 
the Atlantic shore nearby. Although the deed granting him the parcel has not been located, Benjamin H. A. Collins sold five 
acres and six rods of Eastham shore land to the federal government for $150 in September 1837.’ According to the research of 
former owner Mary Eleanor Daubenspeck and local historian Don Wilding, in 1836 Eastham residents petitioned the Boston 
Marine Society for a lighthouse on the shore, in March 1837 the U.S. Congress appropriated ten thousand dollars “for three 
small light houses on Nauset Beach, Cape Cod, fifteen feet high,” and in July 1838 the federal government had established eight 
lighthouse districts along the Atlantic coast and the Great Lakes.” 


Three brick lighthouses were planned at Nauset to supplement Highland Light, built at Truro in 1797, and the twin lights at 
Chatham, built in 1808. Winslow Lewis (1770-1850), a onetime master mariner, inventor of a patented lighting system for 
lighthouses, and a “lighthouse contractor,” was hired to build the Three Sisters and a house for the lighthouse keeper. Lewis had 
helped build Blllingsgate Light and helped reconstruct the lights at Truro and Chatham, and with a crew of eleven men said to 
have been from Boston he built the three Nauset Lights and the keeper's house in June and July 1838 for seven thousand 
dollars, three thousand dollars under budget.? 


In late March 1837 the Yarmouth Register urged “care and examination” in locating the Nauset Beach light houses to assure that 
mariners would not mistake them for Highland or the Chatham lights and to protect vessels “against the dangerous sholas off 
Orleans and Eastham, where hundreds of vessels have been lost and many useful lives sacrificed.” In April 1837 the federal 
Board of Navy Commissioners appointed Captain John (“Mad Jack”) Percival “to examine the sites designated for Light Houses, 
Buoys, Beacons, &c, within the District of Barnstable,” and though newspaper notices seeking bids and detailing the 
specifications for light houses and their accompanying keepers’ dwellings have been located for the Maine district, for 
Nantucket, and for Mayo Beach in Wellfleet, no such notice for the Nauset Lights has yet been located.* According to Wilding, 
Percival’s recommendations for Eastham sites were disregarded, and undocumented local accounts claim that Michael Collins 
and his brother Benjamin H. A. Collins instead selected the site; the September 1837 deed certainly suggests as much, and it 


1 Benjamin H. A. Collins to United States of America, 14 September 1837, BCD 16:264. 

? United States Law,” Columbian Centinel, 22 March 1837, 1; “Congress,” Yarmouth Register, 23 March 1837, 2; “Appropriations for Light 
Houses, &c.,” Barnstable Patriot, 29 March 1837; “Light House &c.,” Boston Courier, 16 August 1838, 2. 

3 Don Wilding, A Brief History of Eastham (Charleston, SC: History Press, 2017), 49-61, which relies in part on Mary Daubenspeck van Roden, 
Nauset Light: A Personal History (Mankato MN: Blackrabbit Press, 1995); Wilding, “Shore Lore: The Beacons of the Cape,” Truro Wicked 
Local, posted 29 June 2020, truro.wickedlocal.com. 

4 Yarmouth Register, 30 March 1837, 2; “Light Houses, &c.,” Barnstable Patriot, 19 April 1837, 2, and 18 July 1838, 3; “District of Portland and 
Falmouth,” Boston Statesman, 20 January 1838, 4. 


Continuation sheet 1 


INVENTORY FORM B CONTINUATION SHEET EASTHAM 105 Rear Nauset Light Beach Road 
MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL COMMISSION Area(s) Form No. 


220 MORRISSEY BOULEVARD, BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS 02125 
EAS.122 


documents that the house and light houses were built on land the Collins family had owned.° According to Wilding, Daniel 
Bryant, overseer for Massachusetts lighthouse superintendent George Bancroft, complained that the four buildings were put up 
“far too quickly, and carelessly,” and an inspection in 1842 found that the towers had been built without foundations or footings; 
presumably the keeper’s house built in the same manner. The Three Sisters remained in operation on this site until 1911, but the 
keeper’s house was razed and replaced by the current structure in 1875. ® 


According to local accounts, Michael Collins (1793-1886) was the first keeper of Nauset Light and may have lived in the earlier 
house; he was assisted from at least 1844 by his brother Benjamin Henry Adams Collins (1799-1878). In 1853, in a political 
upheaval that removed Whig party faithfuls in favor of Democrats, Henry Y. Hatch was replaced as keeper by B. H. A. Collins, 
whom the Yarmouth Register called “the traitor’ when he was briefly replaced by Joshua Crosby of Orleans in 1849. In 1855 and 
1860, state and federal censuses identify B. H. A. Collins as the lighthouse keeper, and the 1858 Eastham map attaches his 
name to the keeper’s house. In 1866 Eastham farmer Peter Higgins replaced Collins (though Michael Collins was “vice” keeper 
in that year).’” 


The new keeper’s house was built during the tenure (1869-83) of Nathan Atwood Gill Jr. (1844-1906), who grew up nearby on 
his father’s Nauset farm and might have been appointed to the job because of his long Civil War service, from July 1862 to June 
1865. In 1870 Gill was listed in the census as light keeper with $175 in personal estate and was living only with his wife Martha 
“Mattie” LeCount Gill and their infant son Simeon. By 1880, Gill was lighthouse keeper in the new, larger house, and living with 
his wife, their four children, and five boarding telegraph operators, all from England, and a domestic servant. The telegraph men 
no doubt were employed by the French Telegraph Cable Company, which in 1879 installed the transatlantic cable. The terminus 
of the cable is shown just to the south of this house and the Nauset Lights on the 1880 map. Wilding has stated that the cable 
“was tested in the dwelling part of the lighthouse” in 1879.° 


In 1883 Gill was replaced by Stephen Snow Lewis (1835-1926), who had been assistant keeper of Highland Light in Truro, his 
native place. Lewis was the Nauset light keeper until 1914, the longest tenure of any keeper. The Barnstable Patriot reported in 
late October 1883 that Lewis moved to Nauset Lights with his family—his wife Susan A. Rogers Lewis and their five children 
Susan M., Stephen C., Elizabeth C., Achsah A., and Franklin H., born between 1867 and 1878. The 1900 census lists Lewis as 
lighthouse keeper, and by then only children Elizabeth and Franklin, a farm worker, were living at the Nauset Light Beach Road 
house with their parents and an aunt, Abigail R. Hopkins, who died at the house in 1909. 


By 1911 erosion of the cliff at Nauset was so severe that two of the Three Sisters were moved west, leaving only the keeper’s 
house and one light on the coast. The remaining tower was moved back from the cliff and connected by an ell to the keeper's 
house. Quoting the Boston Transcript, the Yarmouth Register reported at the time that the three fixed white lights that had 
always marked the Nauset Lights were replaced with a single flashing light, the same signal cast from Highland Light. “To 
anyone acquainted with navigation the menace of this change is evident,” the Transcript declared. The newspaper added that 
the “new” federal Bureau of Lighthouses had proposed removing one of the two Chatham lights and replacing the signal of the 
one remaining with the same flash “until shown the error of its way. . . the shore of Cape Cod is not exactly the spot for amateur 
experiments of a new Lighthouse bureau.”!° 


Stephen Lewis retired in 1914 and moved back to Truro with his children Elizabeth and Franklin and was replaced at Nauset 
Light by Thomas J. Kelley, who had been keeper at Nantucket Light. Kelley and his wife remained until early 1918, and his 
assistant keeper ran the lighthouse until Joseph Yates came from Highland Light in Truro to replace Kelley. Yates resigned after 
only three months and in late January 1919 George Irivin Herbolt replaced him.’’ Herbolt was a native of Provincetown, the son 


5 Alice Albert Lowe, Nauset on Cape Cod: A History of Eastham (Falmouth, MA: Eastham Historical Society, 1968), 122. 

§ Wilding, Eastham, 51-52; see also chronology of Nauset Light Preservation Society website, https://www.nausetlight.org/historical-dates. 

7 “Heads Off!” Yarmouth Register, 6 May 1853, 2; “Years Ago,” Register, 1 September 1994, 20 (nothing that B.H. A. Collins had charged a 

three-cent admission to the Nauset Lights “during camp meeting” in late August 1844); Barnstable Patriot, 18 April 1849, 2; “Years Ago,” 

Register, 22 April 1999, 12; Barnstable Patriot, 17 April 1866, 2. 

8 Wilding, Eastham, 53. 

® Wilding, Eastham, 54-55. 

10 “North Eastham,” Sandwich Observer, 9 May 1911, 4; “The Offense at Nauset,” Yarmouth Register, 7 October 1911, 1. In 1910 Congress 

abolished the U.S. Light-House Board, created in 1852 in the Department of Treasury, and created the Bureau of Lighthouses in the 

Department of Commerce. 

11 Barnstable Patriot, 8 June 1914, 4; “North Eastham,” Hyannis Patriot, 3 December 1917, 4 (which identifies Kelley as Nathan Kelley); “North 

Truro,” ibid.,14 October 1918, 4; “North Eastham,” Hyannis Patriot, 14 Oct 1918, 4; “North Eastham,” Barnstable Patriot, 20 Jan 1919, 4. 
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of Nova Scotian shipsmith William H. Herbolt and his wife Joan. He had been a yacht engineer in Fairhaven in 1910 and was 
stationed at Graves Light in Boston Harbor by 1918. The 1920 census lists him as keeper of Nauset Beach Light and living in 
Eastham with his mother. During his tenure the remaining 1838 Nauset Light on the shore was removed and replaced by one of 
the two towers built in 1877 at Chatham to replace the 1808 lighthouses there. 


George Herbolt retired in February 1932, and substitutes operated the lighthouse until Allison G. Haskins, formerly keeper at 
Long Point Light, arrived in Eastham in May. Haskins stayed only until November 1938, when he and his family moved to Woods 
Hole to operate the buoy station there. Next to keep the lighthouse and occupy 105 Rear Nauset Light Beach Road was Fred 
Sandeman Vidler (1885-1942), a native of London who had emigrated to Wichita, Kansas, in 1888 and was living near Boston 
by 1898. In 1915 he was a field assistant for the federal Bureau of Entomology and its Gipsy Moth laboratory in Melrose when 
he married Ada P. Smith, a native of Malden and a stenographer. He worked for this bureau until 1935, when he became keeper 
of Edgartown Lightship and moved with his family to Martha’s Vineyard.'2 The 1940 Eastham census show Vidler on 
“Lighthouse Road’ with his wife, sons Robert D. and Barbara, and his wife’s uncle. 


Vidler died suddenly in October 1942, and the new keeper on Nauset Light was Eugene L. Coleman (1888-1966), who had been 
at Cape Neddick (Nubble) Light in York, Maine. Coleman was a native of Georgetown, Maine, and was working as a moulder 
when he married Amanda Varner (1892-1966) of Bath, Maine. The 1940 census shows him as keeper of the lighthouse in York. 
Coleman stayed for eight years and in July 1950 was transferred to Bass Harbor Head Light in McKinley, Maine. 


In 1952 the signal at Nauset Light was automated, and in 1955 the United States Coast Guard divided the property, kept the 
lighthouse and a ten-foot area surrounding it, and sold the keeper’s house and the rest of the small lot to Boston jurist William 
Shaw McCallum. McCallum never occupied the house and sold it about two years later to Lucian A. and Mariam Rowell of 
Manchester, New Hampshire.'* According to Wilding, the Rowells did not move to 105 Rear Nauset Light Beach Road until 
Lucian Rowell, a colonel in the U.S. Air Force, retired in 1967. The couple spent winters in London and by 1978 rented the 
house to a Cape Cod National Seashore ranger, who was living there when high tides and winds of the famous February storm 
ripped off the new shingles the Rowells had only recently installed on the roof and brought sand inside and water crashing into 
the house’s second floor.'* Lucian Rowell had died in 1976, and in January 1982 Miriam Rowell sold the property to Mary 
Eleanor van Roden (now Mary Eleanor Daubenspeck) for $337,500.'° Daubenspeck gave the house and a 4.98-acre tract to the 
federal government, to be part of the Cape Cod National Seashore, in March 1998.16 
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The light renee house at 105 Rear NEUEeE Light Beach Road, u undated postcard by A. W. Hideout, South Wellfleet, pablenede 
in Wilding, Eastham, 52, courtesy Eastham Historical Society. 
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Above: The keeper’s house, Three Sisters, and, at left, the French Cable Station, ca. 1880, undated postcard 
by Hugh C. Leighton Co., Portland ME. Below: the keeper’s house with ell connecting it to remaining Nauset 
Light, ca. 1911. Both published in Wilding, Eastham, 52, 55, courtesy Eastham Historical Society. 
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The current Nauset Light and the keeper's house, 1951, published i 
50; courtesy Eastham Historical Society. 


PHOTOGRAPHS 


(credit Larson Fisher Associates, 2019 unless otherwise noted) 


View from NE. 
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